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. BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Held of the Invention 

This invention relates to redeemable product discount 
coupons, and more particularly to systems for generating 
and redeeming product discount coupons over public com- 
puter networks such as the Internet 

2. Rrior Art . 

Discount coupons have long been distributed by manu- 
facturers to market their products and by retai) stores to 
attract consumers to their particular stores. For decades 
advertisers have issued or published printed coupons which 
can be taken to a redemption center, such as a retail store, 
and redejcmed for sonie value or as a discount toward the 
purchase, of some item. While this method has proven to be 
effective, there are many disadvantages to the process for the 
user, for the redemption center or retail store, as well as foe 
the advertisers themselves. 

The problem associated with clipping coupons by a user 
are numerous. First, a user must purchase or otherwise 
obtain a publication, and search through such publication for 
coupons which would be useful or meaningful to the user. 
The user then must cut out such coupons being of various 
sizes and shapes, leaving a pile of scrap paper and holes in 
the pages of the iNiblication. Some advertisers use handouts 
or flyers which make the searching job easier, but there is 
still the problem of cutting out of the coupons which is 30 
annoying and a waste of valuable time. Being of different 
sizes and pertaining to different types of products, the user 
must separate the cot^ns into product categories and band 
the coupons together in the best way possible. The user then 
stuffs these sorted coupons into a pocket or purse and is off 35 
to the market Upon arrival at a particular market outlet, the 
user usually . fumbles through his or her coupons and 
attempts to find the products in the store. FUithermore, in 
order to redeem some coupons, the user may find it neces- 
sary to search out the desirable item in a number of stores. 
Finally, upon gathering the products into the pushcart, the 
usa has yet another manipulation to make, ie. he or she 
must select the coupons ifor which the products are pur- 
chased from a number of coupons the user bought to the 
store initially. 

This then leads to the next problem associated with 
coupon redemption. After the customer leaves, the retail 
store is still not relieved from further expenditure of valu- 
able employee time, since -the accumulated coupons in the 
retail store imist be sorted by manufacturer for retail store 50 
reimbursement t 

Insofar as the manufacturer of the product is concerned, 
while there is direct evidence that consumers are reading 
their ads and using coupons, and the number of coupons 
coming back to the manufacturer indicates some level of 55 
success in advertising, there is voy little additional market- 
ing information that can be derived from this type of coupon 
redemption scheme. T]ie manufacturer has no information 
which would be of great value to ^e manufacturer in 
planning future advertising programs. Since eadi coupon is 60 
submitted anonymously, the manufacturer does not know 
how to reach that person again for arousing interest in 
related products. While some demographic information can 
be obtained by noting the geographical regions in which the 
coupons were redeemed, the lack of any specific infonnation 65 
as to the nature of the purchaser leads many manufacturers 
to conduct separate nuoketing surveys whidh are extremely 



costly and time consuming. Some manufacturers are known 
to have spent millions of dollars to gather such information. 

Moreover, the current system of clearing coupons which 
are distributed and redeemed usually involves physically 
^ sending redeemed coupons to a clearing house. The clearing 
house returns the coupons to the manufacturer (issuer) and 
issues debits and credits to the manufacturer and retailer, or 
factors coupons for the retailer. This physical handling of 
coupons is expensive, cumbersome, aror prone, slow and 
10 subject to manipulation. 

It can therefore be appreciated that there are many prob- 
lems associated with existing coupon redemption programs, 
and the drawbacks of these systems are numerous and 
disliked by all three entities involved, the consumer, the 
1^ redemption center (retail outlet store) and the manufacturer. 
Today's ever increasing use of public computer networks 
such as the Internet renders many benefits and advantages 
compared to tiie present day means for generating and 
redeeming coupons. 

The present invention overcomes the deficiencies and 
disadvantages of current coupon redemption system out- 
lined above, by providing a unique electronic redeemable 
coupon generating and redemption system and method using 
public computer networks such as the Internet, whereby a) 
consumer significantly decreases the amount of time and 
effort expended in locating, dipping and assembling of 
coupons, b) the redemption center (retail outlet) is enabled 
to more quickly and automatically credit the coupon 
amounts and in organizing and r^xxrting the coupons which 
have been redeemed, c) the manufacturer is enabled to get 
quick results in the amount of usage, and detailed informa- 
tion about the consumer including name, address, interests, 
and other data which would permit the manufacturer to 
access the value of the coupon distributing effort and to 
modify future marketing plans, d) increase redemption and 
clearing, e) eliminate fraudulent redemptions of the type that 
are characteristic of conventional coupon distributiott and 
redemption systems. 

Still other objects of the invention include, but are not 
limited to the following: 
to provide a system in which a consumer selects coupons 
at home, usinlg his coaster machine connected to a 
public coinputcr network, optionally prints the coupon 
on a printer, and redeems the coupon upon completion 
of shopping in diat store or later, but within the period 
of validity of the coupon; 
to provide a system which generates coupons with unique 
serial numbers and upon selection of such coupons by 
,the consumex, records the selection, including coupon's 
serial number and user's, identification number in the 
coupon database; 
to provide a system wherein coupon selections by a 
consumer on the Internet coupon server, are inunedi- 
ately and automatically notified to various Intanet 
coupon notification centers owned by the coupon 
owner or its agent, promoting a particular coupon from 
the group of coupons selected by the consumer, said 
system recording all coupon transactions in its dau- 
, base; 

to provide optional means wherein easy verification of 
coupons is achieved in the coupon redemption center 
(retail outlet) by coni^arison of consumer's coupon 
print-out or other expression of coupon's serial number, 
and the coupon data stored in a Internet coupon noti- 
fication center linked with retail outlet's computer 
-system; ,[.<... 
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to provide a coupon distribution and redemption system form product code, expiration date, coupon serial number, 
which can identify, users of the system before they user's name, user's identification number, user's Internet 
make coupon selections and offer different coupons to address and user's personalized message, 
different users of the system before they make coupon The invention further comprises computer machine 
selections on the basis of already-obtained demo- 5 means for storing electronic coupon elements, including 
grmhic dau about tiie users. means for generating electronic coupons, means for storing 

A feature of the present invention is that personalized a coUection of electronic coupons, means for recording 
messagesmaybeiec<»dedontheelectioniccoupon,tailorcd coupon transmission, means for transimtting infcffmaUon 
for each consumer, permitting fiOl utilization of micromar- about coupon transactions, and means for recording user 
kcting tediniques and concepts. lo data. Tlie Internet Coupon Server, utiHzes a metiiod of 

An added feature of the present invention is that tiic operation comprising the steps of generating a new dec- 
coupons may take an entirely electronic form, providing for tronic coupon with a unique serial number upon the begm- 
optional electronic rcdenmtion at the retail ouUct, and ning of an on-line session with an Internet node, transmitting 
citional electronic storage in the memory of the user's tiic selected electronic coupon over a pubUc computer 
general computing device. 15 network, and receding tiie transmission in the coupon data 

Another added feaUire of the present invention is that it base, 
creates logistical efficiency by the centralization of coupon The invention also comprises a method of generating a 
generation, delivery, processing and verification on one desired coupon in an electronic coupon communication 
central Internet Coupon Server linked to various Internet system, comprising the steps of selecting an electronic 
servers offering coupons, thus dcaeasing computer network 20 coupon by a user of a computer network node during an 
congestion. on-line session witii a computer network Coupon Server, 

selectinK a coupon from the computer netwOTk Coupon 
BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION ^^^^ generating a new coupon at tiie beginning of an 

In carrying out one fcrm of this invention, there is on-line session, receiving a user selection of the electronic 
provided an electronic coupon communication system and 25 coupon during the on-line session from the computer net- 
method therefor, the electronic coupon communication sys- work Coupon Server to the computer network node, trans- 
tern comprising an Internet node, an Internet Coupon Server, mitting the electronic coupon to the user's computer net- 
and an Internet Coupon Notification Center communicating work node during the on-line session, displaying the 
over a public computer network such as the Internet. electronic coupon on a display device on the computer 

During an on-line connection between an Internet node 30 network, generating an optional request message for 
and the Internet Coupon Server, the Intanet coupon server requesting the electronic coupon to be sent electronically, 
accepts coupon selection from a user, and then transmits the transmitting the optional request message corresponding to 
unique Internet coupon back to the user's printing device OT the selection of the electronic coupon request message 
user's electronic mail storage device. It further records the including the electronic mail address of destination, arrang- 
transaction to the; coupon's Internet Coupon Notification 35 ing a coupon data base update in response to the electronic 
Center which at the time of acmal purchase will verify coupon transmission, for recording the transaction, includ- 
coupon's validity, update user's billing information and ing tiie user's identification number and coupon serial 
record coupon's redemption. number, changing the coupon serial number in coupon data 

The invention thus comprises an electronic coupon com- base, sending a message to a computer network Coupon 
munication system, comprising a network node for 40 Notification Center, the message comprising the coupon 
selecting, receiving and printing electronic coupons over a serial number and the user's identification number. The 
public coinputcr netvyoik jsuch as the Internet, the node electronic coupon generation process includes taking cou- 
including a display coupled to a control processing unit for pon indicia and digital representations of graphical images 
displaying at least one electronic coupon, a memory for in the coupon data base, coupling the coupon indicia witii 
storing electronic coupons received through electronic trans- 45 the user indicia in the user data base, and placing the coupon 
mission from an Internet Coupon Server, which memory indicia in a browsing memory to rqiresent an electronic 
permits browsing on tfie display, a user input device coupled coupon. Coupon verification includes verifying the validity 
to the central processing unit to permit a user to make an of an electronic coupon at a redemption center by accessing 
on-line selection of one of a plurality of electronic coupons Uie computer network's Coupon Notification Center's cou- 
collectivcly stored in the Internet Coupon Server's memory, 50 pon generation data base. Coupon redemption notification 
the Internet Coupon Server being coupled to the Intern^ occurs when the rcden^)tion center records the reden^)tion 
Coupon Notification Center, tiie Internet Coupon Server of coupons by sending a message to tiie computer network 
comprising a memory, for storing electronic coupons Coupon Notification Center's redemption data base, 
received from an Internet Coupon Server's supplier, a ccn- BRIEF DESCRffTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

tral nrocessine unit for generating and transmittine elec- 53 _ . . . . , , . ^ ... 

ulf couponf andforrecWandtrans^^^ J^^ <*j«^ and adyanUges of ^^^.P^^J^f^^^ 

coupon transactions, an Internet Coupon Notification Center become more apparent when viewed m conjuncUon witii the 
Gateway for enabling communication witii the Internet followmg drawmgs, in which: 

Coupon Notification Center, an Internet Coupon Notifica- FIG- 1 is a block diagram of a commumcation system 
tion Center, including means fOTreccrding serial numbers of 60 according to tiie preferred embodunent of tiic present mven- 
coupons generated by an Internet Cotqwn Server, means for ^o^^: 

recording and updating transactions pertaining to redeemed FIG. 2 is an electrical block diagram of an Internet node 
electronic coupons, and an electronic coupon, conqirising a according to the preferred embodiment of tiic present inven- 
plurality of digital representations of product image and tion; 

uniform product bar code, a plurality of digital lepresenta- 65 FIG. 3 is a timing diagram illustrating an cxen4)lary 
tions of indicia identifying discount information, product message coupon format according to tiie jffcferred embodi- 
tiUe, coupon owner's title, redemption specification, uni- ment of the present invention; 
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to the prefened embodiment of the present invention; user of the computer 200. 

FIG. 5 is a flow diagram iUustrating an operational As shown in FIG, 1, the Internet node 102 is coupled to 
sequence for recording coupon transactions in the coupon 5 an Internet Coupon Server 124 via Internet 122. The £ternet 

Coupon Server 124 is any general purpose digital computer 

FIG. 6 is a flow diagram illustrating an operational which serves as an "Internet Hosr as described in the 
sequence of the user registration process, according to the Internet Protocol RFC 791, and contains electronic coupons 
preferred embodiment of the present invention; would preferably include a user database 126 which 

no. 7 is a flow diagram iUustrating an operational " J*'^"!^ *^CP ^^rack of the individual users registered with the 
sequence of the coupon indicia generating process, accord- Coupon Server, a browsing mcmoiy 128 where 

ing to the preferred embodiment of the present invention; representative coupon ot coupons are stored and ready for 

HG. 8 is a flow dia^am' illustrating an operational ^'^^^^^.^'y^^^* and a coupon database 130 which will be 
sequence for the: Internet Coupon Notification Center '"^^^ discussed below. In addition, The Internet Cou- 
according to.th? prcfored embodiment of the nrcsent invent " SP" ^ ^* includes Interact Coupon Notification 
tion; and ; V ^ Center Gateway 132 (lOJC gateway) for coimnunicating 

naPisablockdiagramillustratinganelectroniccou^^ S^fO^^^ t^"" Coupon Notification Centers 
verification and redemption system aoording to theT<^ . ^""^T"^^ preferably also 

feired embodiment of ihe pr«ent inveS^^ ^ , 1"^?^'/ identifying interfacing infor- 

■ 20 mation for accessmg one or more ICNCs 134 through the 

DESCRIPnON OF THE PREFERRED interface. ICNC 134 could be either communicating with the 

: EMBODIMENTS gateway 132 over pubUc computer network such as 

puter connected into a pubUc^SKSmTS^; "'.T'' * ^^'^^ 

Int<Metl2ZlQtmietPK)tocon^RFrM^^ <^Pon transactions. PeriodicaUy. the ICNC 134 can 

m Controlt,otoJ^^i^]^'Si^^ZZ ^"^^ Server 124. such « 

which is describedin RrcSKSEoft^I^I ^L^lJT?^ ^"T" Notification Center Gateway 132, 

|y n«ntioned below, are dlavSteioi^lSSlS Coupon Server's Coupon Databa^ 130. 

rd DDN NetWQrlt,InfOTnatioa^nt«°SS?S S"""".* ^"^"^ ~>'P°°' of 

RaVenswood Avenue, Menlo PaS OlJ^Sw? HLvi ^ Sl^Tr «P«=*fi«^ons. In this way, 

^ other conununicaion devlcies ^ «W^ff "J™"^ f Servercan maintain current infonnation 

O caters coupled to a p"ubl?c^'uS netS^ScSXS-" ZSt" " 

jrrsr"'-"^^---""-^^^ &-=rptb?c«^i-roS 

tion.Shownisa coS«I(K&c^^^ tw ^-^^ 100. they can establish ICNCs 134 and make their 

^ZS^'l^^'^^^^^^ ^^^:r^^-'^'°"™-'^eIn.erne. 

Z^^^7'frrZTo^:r'^^T:r£; » 3,,^*«r,^?G-3,anele«ro„iccoupon300is^e,- 

computer 200. In addia«., the J^^S K^uL a ^^tf.?"^"? graphics which coVnmu- 

centnap,ocessingunit(CPU)202^1^tofteSS^t ^«^«^"itfoimation 302. product 

206 and a memory 204. Hesc elemcis are^^se tSl vilification 308. uniform product 

found in most general purpose co^ ZTS, ^^.T^'^f^^A^'^'^'^^^^^^^ 

computer 200 is intended to Ite rcprXSve of « ^hi^i "P"^"" *^ ^14. digital representations of 

category of date processing devicMA<Srii^nS^d f'»'f«^,f«>"8««>f*« Product 316. In addition coupon also 

is shown coupled to the VoSimShL^^^^ ?^ ^ ^ ""^ 318 and would prifaably 

images gen«Sted by C^Vm^^^^t ^^^ ^^"^'^ 320, customer's ideiSication 

present invention. Zy w.i bLn^vS^ «S Sv '"^^^ P^^o"" 

tube (CRT) or other'type of di^i^ be"S^^ « ^,1^' ^ '° » P"*^"^ custon^Tle 
display214.FtohamX»mput^S;o?;^.S^lySd^ " 

one or more input devices which axe coupled to the BO lfri^«, Z electronic coupon 300 also 

ircuit206forreceivinginpiitfrimauscrTSaS,fc!u!S ^T^^^t^^'''^'^ '^'^''^'^^^ 
input can be received by ibam of a kevboardMl tt^ ^mS[^ ^ ^ 'PP^' owner's title 306 
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owner's instructions to the consumer and the coupon the keyboard 114. the user can browse through the available 
redemption center, regarding coupon redemption. Uniform coupons and malce a selection of one coupon 300. For 
Foduct code 310 bears the standardized product code pro- example, user input accepted through the Iteyboard 114 can 
vided to the ckctronic coupon comnumication system 100 step through, or browse through the available electronic 
by the coupon s ownttvirtuA serves h»s or htx own accwn^^ 5 coupons in the Internet Coupon Server's browsing memory 

ZLTIt;,^^?^^^ t"^'^^^ 12«during an on-Une session and by having the Inta^ 

image oi a oar ooae 312 is a standardized machine readable r'^.™^ cL.,^ t^tA ^ ^- n *_ j- .^r . 

cod? provided to the electronic coupon communication CouponSerycr 124 sequcntiaUy tran^^^ 

systeiTlOO by the coupon's ownn wSdi serves his or her H)*^ f^^f over public computer network such as 

ownaccountiigpurpos«.E.piradondate3^^ f 't^^Tn ."^i? o^^^h^ 

indicating the expiration dL of the coupon (if any). ^° disp^y U6. Once the usa- viewmg the display 116 

Rirthamore, digital representation of a graphical Lnagc of '"1^*^ ^^^"""f T^?! ^ ^fBJ^P^ycd. such as by 
the product aW^iUd^ a symbol, IpTor entenng user input at the keybo^^ 

related to the product graphicaUy identifying the croduTii ^^^-"^n "'^ ^'^^'^ 

addition, digiS^^^tionomet^ maUed dcctrom^y, Internet Cou^^ 

product'saWgm^calimagecouldutilizeanyoftheiinage " "^^^j;^. *° T"^^^ etectromc maU address 418. When 
compression ^go^ coimonly used by general^ fff f "°P^^ ^^^^ Coupon Server 

putingdevic«j.suchasthe JointPhotographU^m^ ~"P^° clectromcally to the addressee 420. 

(JPEG) algorithm. Rnthcrmore, electronic coi9X)n 300 also An added feature of the invention is that the user may 
contains a unique coupon serial number 318 generated by a choose to e-mail the coupon to him or herself allowing him 
coupon generation process 410 which identifies each par- or her to store the coupon for a later date handling or to send 
ticular electronic coupon 300 and plays an important role in it directly to the vendor's Internet node over public com- 
markcting research and miao marketing techniques utilized puter network. In tfic preferred embodiment of the invention 
by the coupon's owner. In the iffcfetred embodiment of the the coupon can be mailed in a simple ASCH format using 
invention, the electronic coupon 300 also contains custom- ^ Simple Mail TranspcHt Protocol (SMTP) or as a graphical 
er's name data 320 bearing indicia pertaining to the name of image using Multipurpose Internet Mail Extension (MIME), 
coupon's user, custonacr's identification number (LD.) 322 (SMTP RFC 821 and MIMIE RFCs 1521 and 1522 describe 
bearing customer LD. assigned to the user by the Internet in detail the above mentioned electronic mail protocol and 
Coupon Server 124 during a registration process 408 having standard). However, other electronic mail protocols and 
the customer's Internet address 324 and a personalized ^ standards used for electronic mail communication in public 
message 326 which bears a marketing message generated computer netwo-ks arc also contemplated within the scope 
during the coupon generation process. Indicia pertaining to of the present invention. If the user elects not to mail the 
the coupon 302, 304, 306, 308, 310, 312, 314, 316 and 318 coi^n electronically, Internet Coupon Server 124 prompts 

are stored in the coupon data base 130 before the coupon the user to input 424 whether the coupon is to be printed on 
generation process 410 occurs. Indicia pertaining to custom- „ the user's printing device 118. If the user chooses the 

er s personal information 320, 322, 324 and 326 are stared printing option, the Internet Coupon Saver 124 sequentially 

m the user data base .126 before beginning the coupon transmits coupon's digital data pattern to the Internet node's 

generation process 410. After the coupon generation process CPU 104 and the Intanet node's printing device 118 Once 

410, all. indicia arc stored, combined in the .browsing the user has chosen one of the available options, transaction 
memory 128 to represent an electronic coiqwn 300. ^ is recorded in the coupon database 130. User is then 

An electronic coupon 300 communicates a message to the . prompted to input whether to continue with coupon brows- 
user of the Internet node 102 when, for example, displayed ing or to exit the session 426. If the user chooses to continue 
on a viewing display 116 during die on-line session or stored with coupon browsing, Internet Coupon Server 124 starts a 
m memory in the form of electronic man 120, or when new coupon generation process 410 and directs the user to 
prmted as a hard copy on user's printer 118. the browsing memciy 128 to select another coupon 300. If 

A person can select an electronic coupon 300 from the "ser chooses to discontinue with coupon browsing, 

Internet Coupon Server 124, print out a hard copy and Internet Coupon Server 124 exits the session 406. 

^rSirl"Sd3S^£"^SSSJS^^^ ^Uponco^nse,eaion412..hetransac.ionisrecordedin 

the Internet Coupon SeiverlSd^yt^^^ZS 50 t^a^^TJ^.'tli'^l'^r''^^'^'^' 

center's general coaputing device coinected ktopSblic ^TZ^f'^J^'l! f} "Nunibet of coupons available" 

computa netwcrlcsudi as the Intenet 122.Theredeim)tion ^r,t^t^^T^ infonnation on the maximum num- 

center 142 would have an option to verify the le^m^y of ^^'^J^^'^f <^'^t 'mqw coupon serial 

the electronic coupon 300 by contacting coupTn ownir's 2^/71*]!!? S^.il'Tf^'*^^""'^'^^ 
ICNC 134 using various conununication meai ; 5^ ^ * database have already been 

^grthe^^entinvendr^s^^ " £ ^" " ^ 

putmg device connected to the public network such as the . . - . 

Internet 122, establishes an on-line session with the Internet , , tath o t 

Coupon Server 124, preferably goes through the registration - TABLEl 

process408if the uscr'ifl a ncwuser. and thcn,.aftathe 60 ' ' Coupqm Structure 

coupon generation process 410. described In detail below, . . ' — \ 

makes a selection 412.from the available coupons in the < ' I-.!^!^;/^'°TP^>^^'' 

Internet. Coupon Saver's browsing mernory 128 which .. . : alSST""^"^^ 
contains a selection of coupons organized in a data base. - ; i 4, ,Owi»*8 title ' ' 

In the preferred embodiment of the invention, browsing is 65 • 5. Ow> coupon speciBcation data 

c«stomi2ed^so that U suits the needs and shopping^^^ 7 SS^^S^ofaBarCodc 

of a particular usen By entering user input, such as through «ipi««i p^enouion or t code 
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nication system, Internet Coupon Server 124 requests login 

TABLE 1-continued name and password from the user 602. Internet Coupon 

■ Server 124 then verifies 604 whether user's login name 

' ^^o'yop st"«t"» (login) and password match any login and password in the 

" " 8. Expiratkn date ^ ' ' ' ^ ' ^> 3 user data base 126. If login and password match any login 

' 9. Gi^ifaical pnaentattoQ of a product ^ and password in uscr data base, the registration process 

la Ooi^on Serial Number ends. If the login and password do not match any login and 

11. Part trangacbooa password in the uscT database, the user is prompted to input 

his name 606 which is then stored in field 1 of the user data 

As shown in FIG. 5, the Intern^ Coupon Server 124, lO base. The user is then prompted to input prcfored login 

accesses thes^cpupon data base, and verifies whether the name and passwcrd 606 for later use, which are then stored 

maximum .number of coupons is exceeded 5(K2. If it is in fields 2 and 3 respectively. The user is then prompted to 

exceeded,., the Internet Coi^x)n Server 124 notifies diis input demographic information 608, such as location, sex, 

information 504 over Internet Coupon ICNC gateway 132 to occupation, household income and any other pertinent 
the coiqwn owner's ICNC 134. If the maximum number of u demographic information preset by the Internet Coupon 

coug)ns was not exceeded. Interna Coupon Server 124 server 124, which is then stored in the field 5 of the uscr data 

verifies whether the coupon expiration date was not 125. Tbt Internet Coupon Server 124 then assigns an 

«ceed«I, Intt^ct (^upon Server 124 notifies this Morma- identification number to the user 610 and stores it in field 4 

tion 508 over the Internet Coupon ICNC gateway 132 to the Aot^ k<.c* c.,kr-/,...«ti« T«t*rn-f r-^^t.^^ 

coupon owner's ICNC 134. he expirSon dite was not ^ If *^ "'f' ^ a a ^i^ f 

cxcSded, the Internet Coupon Scrva records the transac- ^ ,^^8°^ T^iT^'I^T'^'^A^^^ 

tion 510 in the fidd U whiS^ contains past transactions, by the user data base whu:hcodd be ch^^ 

first storing customer's name, then customer's identification ™' ^ iUustrates the preferred embodiment of the coupon 

number and then the current coupon serial number. After the generation process 410 whcrdn the Internet Coupon Server 

transaction is recorded, the Internet Coupon Server 124 }^ 702 coupon database 130 and takes the 

notifies the transaction 512 over the Internet Coupon ICNC ^ information contained in the coupon data base fields 23,4, 

gateway to the coupon owner's ICNC 134 by first sending 5,6,7,8,9 and 10 as illustrated in Table 1. Internet Coupon 

customer's name 320, then customer's identification number Server 124 then invokes tfie user database 126 and takes the 

322 and then the current coupon serial number 318. After the of the current user, current user's identification 

ICNC 134 has been notified, the Internet Coupon Server 124 number, user's Internet address, and user's personalized 

updates 514 the coupon serial number 318 which serves as ^ message (if any) used for micro marketing techniques. All 

a coupon's unique indicia. This action 514 comprises of coupon elements are then placed in combination, in the 

either adding or subtracting one number to the already Internet Coupon Server's browsing memory 128, ready for 

existing coupon serial number, or changing &e coupon serial user's perusal In the preferred embodiment of the present 

number to random or partly random indicia. Any comblna- invention, the Internet node 102 will access Internet Coupon 

tion of indicia and any formula for the formation of coupon Server's browsing memory 128 during the on-line session 

serial number is oontexnplated within the scope of : the ^^er public computer network such as the Internet 122 using 

present invention. . , , Interact Protocol (IP). In the event that the Internet Coupon 

FIG. 6 illustrates the user registration process. User data Server 124 does not contain the user data base 126, it is 

base contains User Data Structure as shown below in Table contemplated in the scope of present invention that a com- 

2, 40 bination of coupon elements described in FIG. 3 could be 

placed dirertly in the browsing memory 128, without the 

TABLE 2 atWed features of elements 320, 322, 324, 326 or without the 

, added feature of an clement representing coupon serial 

Uaer Data Structure number 318 In the event that Internet Coupon Server 124 

1. UMxname contain the coupon data base 130. 

2. User bgin name FIG. 8 illustrates an operational sequence for the Internet 

3. UflerpBMwwd Coupon Notification Center (ICNQ 134 according to the 

5. - S.^^*^ embodiment of the present invention. It is envi- 

6. Uscr cuertooScdmcasage *® preferred embodiment of the present invention 

50 that each coupon category has its own ICNC 134. Several 



FIMH 1 inHi^- . ^ . . ICNCs can be coupled together and contained in one general 

Hd3 2 S £S itSf T ' ^'^"^ to ^« ^^^^ Coupon Server 

Hdd \^XJ^A^ " «ystem.Iogln name. 124 over the public computer networic. or could be^ntained 

nafi^U^L^^' f »«=ret ^oode, Le. in the Internet Coupon = Server 124 Itself. Each ICNC is 

f^^T^^ M,an4,3are>dicia, which the I^itemet 55 comprised of the ciupon redemption data base 138 the 

?^^ti^l^-A'f''^:^l user during the initial coupon generation datTbasei^and the genlS ™e 

registrationj^occss an^ pUces in the user data base. Field 4 data base 140. TTie coupon redemption date bari38 stored 

^^^^^g . "^^'^ Identification number electronic messages W^^S^coi^ 

iniH^r^^^w S^'^^^*''" ^ ^ 136 Identifying couponsTen^iSJ 

^n^.^^.^'^^w^ «^ the Internet coupon server 124 to Ly^red^ 

&„^'*''^^^'J^T^^" S^"^ messagV data base. 140 contLnTme^geT^^^ 

SXh?^'' '^'^^ M^^"'^.^^^ When an ICNC 134 receives an eleS^n^c 

fo?.^ ^ bears indicia Identifying per- message from the Internet Coupon's ICNC Ga^ajm U 

sonab^ message terthe user, which can be periodicaUy first verifies whether that eMc messagrrrcoup;,n 

^T^^i ^ , ^ redemption message 802 notifying the ICNC 134 that a 

m order for the user to enta the Intenet coupon commu- redeemed. If the message is a coupon redonption m«sage, 
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the message is stored 804 in the ICNC*s coupon redemption 
data base 138, said message containing coupon serial num- 
ber and redemption center's identification number. If the 
message is not a coupon redemption message, the ICNC 
verifies whether the electronic message is a coupon genera- 5 
tion message 806, thereupon notifying the ICNC 134 that a 
particular coupon in the ICNC*s coupon category was 
genaated by the Internet Coupon Server 124. If the message 
is a coupon generation message, the message is stored 808 
in the coupon gencxation data base 136, the message con- 
taining coign's senal number and the user's identification 
nmnber.^Qtherwiser the mess^e is stored 810 in the general 
message data base 140. 

FIQ. 9 illustrates an electronic coupon verification and 
redeniption system according to the prefeired embodiment 
of the present invention. The reden^)tion center (retail 
outlet) 902 can verify electronically the validity of the 
coupon, by accessing by various electronic means, the 
ICNC*s coupon generation data base 914 and coupon 
redemption data base 912, and verifying whether the coupon 
brought by redemption center's customer is indeed valid. 20 
Similarly the redemption center 902 can also notify die 
redemption of the coupon to the coupon's ICNC 910 using 
various electronic means. In the preferred embodiment of 
the present invention, the redemption center's computing 
device is coupled with Internet Coupon Server's ICNC 25 
gateway 90S through communication network, such as elec- 
tronic data interchange networlc, public computer network or 
wireless network. After the redemption center 902 estab- 
lishes a connection with the ICNC gateway 908, the redemp- 
tion center reports coupon serial number to the ICNC 30 
gateway 90S, Based 00 the coupon serial number, the ICNC 
gateway 908 identifies the coupon category and the cou- 
pon's ICNC 910 and establishes a connection Avitfa the ICNC 
910, through a computer intccface, telq>hone dial-up inter- 
face or an electronic data intexchange interface, thus 35 
enabling communication between the redemption center's 
computing device and ICNC 910. i ; ; .1 

C^donally the ICNC may contain a billing system which 
aedits the account of the cuirent coupon holder, such as the 
redemption center or a coupon user, and debits the account 40 
of the coupon owner. Furthermore, the ICNC may contain a 
demographic research system which would access Internet 
Coupon Server's registration data base and coupon data base 
and research demographic information. Additionally, the 
ICNC may contain a control system which would enable it 45 
to access Internet Coupon Server's coupon data base and 
change the coupon information electronically. 

■We claim; ^v'.-' ' • ! > --'ti ■' i- . - 
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(Amended) An electronic computer coupon communication system, comprising: ^ 

(a) a network node for selecting, receiving and printing electronic coupons over 
a public computer network such as the Internet, said node including: 

(1) a display coupled to a control processing unit for displaying at least 
one electronic coupon; 

(2) a memory for storing electronic coupons received through electronic 
transmission from an Internet Coupon Server, which memory permits 
browsing on said display; 

(3) a user input device coupled to said central processing vmit to permit 
a user to make an on-line selection of one of a plurality of electronic 
coupons collectively stored in said Internet Coupon Server's memory; 

(b) said Intemet Coupon Server being coupled to the Internet Coupon 
Notification Center, said Intemet Coupon Server comprising: 

(1) a memory for storing electronic coupons received from an Intemet 
Coupon Server's supplier; 

(2) a central processing unit for generating and transmitting electronic 
coupons and for recording and transmitting electronic coupon 
transactions; 

(3) an Intemet Coupon Notification Center Gateway for enabling 
communication with said Intemet Coupon Notification Center; 
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(c) an Internet Coupon Notification Center, including: 

(1) means for recording serial numbers of coupons generated by an 
Internet Coupon Server; 

(2) means for recording and updating transactions pertaining to redeemed 
electronic coupons; and 

(d) an electronic coupon, comprising: 

(1) a plurality of digital representations of product image and uniform 
product bar code; 

(2) a plurality of digital representations of indicia identifying discount 
information, product title, coupon ownefs title, [redemption 
specification, uniform product code,] expiration date, coupon serial 
number[,] and [user's name, user's identification number,] user's 
Internet address [and user's personalized message]. 

2. The electronic computer coupon communication system of claim 1, wherein said 
Intemet Coupon Server further comprises: 

means for storing electronic coupon elements; 
means for generating electronic coupons; 
means for storing a collection of electronic coupons; 
means for recording coupon transmission; 

means for transmitting information about coupon transactions; and 
means for recording user data. 
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3. The electronic computer coupon communication system of claim 1, wherein said 
Internet Coupon Server, utilizes a method of operation comprising the steps of: 

generating a new electronic coupon with a unique serial number upon the beginning of an 

on-line session with an Internet node; 
transmitting said selected electronic coupon over a public computer network; and 
recording the transmission in said coupon data base. 

4. A method of generating a desired coupon in an electronic coupon communication 
system, comprising the steps of: 

selecting an electronic coupon by a user of a computer network node during an on-line 

session with a computer network Coupon Server; 
selecting a coupon from said computer network Coupon Server; 
generating a new coupon at the beginning of an on-line session; 

receiving a user selection of the electronic coupon during the on-line session from said 
computer network Coupon Server to said computer network node; 

transmitting the electronic coupon to the user's computer network node during the on-line 
session; 

displaying said electronic coupon on a display device on said computer network; 
generating an optional request message for requesting said electronic coupon to be sent 
electronically; 

transmitting said optional request message corresponding to the selection of the electronic 
coupon request message including the electronic mail address of destination; 
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arranging a coupon data base update in response to said electronic coupon transmission, for 
recording the transaction, including the user's identification number and coupon 
serial number; 

changing the coupon serial number in coupon data base; 

sending a message to the coupon's Internet Coupon Notification Center, said message 
comprising the coupon serial number and the user's identification number; and 

verifying the validity of an electronic coupon at a redemption center by accessing said 
Q Intemet Coupon Notification Center's coupon generation database and an electronic 

Si coupon, comprising: 

jff (1) a plurality of digital representations of product image and uniform product 

iB 

bar code; 

(2) a plurality of digital representations of indicia identifying discount 
fU information, product title, coupon owner's title, redemption specification, 

y uniform product code, expiration date, coupon serial number, user's name, 

y 

user's identification number, user's Intemet address and user's personalized 
message. 

5 . The method of claim 4, wherein said electronic coupon generation process includes : 
taking coupon indicia and digital representations of graphical images in said coupon data 
base; 

coupling said coupon indicia with said user indicia in said user data base; and 
placing said coupon indicia in a browsing memory to represent an electronic coupon. 
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6. The method of claim 5, wherein said redemption center records the redemption of 
coupons by sending a message to said computer network Coupon Notification Center's redemption 
data base. 

7. A computerized electronic coupon generating system having an arrangement for 
recording and analyzing data relative to said coupon, over a public computer network, comprising: 

means for selecting an electronic coupon by a user of a computer network; 
means for generating an electronic coupon at the initiation of a session on a pubhc computer 
network; 

means for receiving the selection of an electronic coupon of the user during a session on a 

public computer network; 
means for transmitting electronic coupons to the user's computer system during a session on 

a public computer network; 
means for displaying electronic coupons on the user's computer system; 
means for generating an optional request message for requesting electronic coupons to be 

sent electronically; 

means for transmitting an optional request message corresponding to the selection of the 
electronic coupon, including the electronic mail address of destination; 

means for arranging a coupon data base update for recording the transaction in response to 
an electronic coupon transaction including recording the user's identification number 
and coupon serial number; 
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means for sending a message to a computer network notification center, said message 
including said coupon^s serial number and the user's identification number so as to 
thus record and provide an analytical base for said electronic coupon generation 
system; 

means for verifying the validity of an electronic coupon at a redemption center by accessing 
the Intemet Coupon Notification Center's coupon generation data base; and an 
electronic coupon, comprising: 

(1) a plurality of digital representations of product image and uniform product 
bar code; 

(2) a plurality of digital representations of indicia identifying discount 
information, product title, coupon owner's title, redemption specification, 
uniform product code, expiration date, coupon serial number, user's name, 
user's identification number, user's Intemet address and user's personalized 
message. 

8. The computerized electronic coupon generating system as recited in claim 7, also 
including: 

means for taking coupon indicia and digital representations of graphical images in said 
coupon data base; 

means for coupling said coupon indicia with said user indicia in said user data base; and 
means for placing coupon indicia in a browsing memory to represent an electronic coupon. 
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9. The computerized electronic coupon generating system as recited in claim 8, also 
including: 

means for recording the redemption of coupons by said redemption center by sending a 
message to said computer network Coupon Notification Center's data base. 

10. A method for selectively transmitting and using redeemable coupons comprising 
coupon data and data sufficient to identify each coupon, comprising the steps of: 

generating coupon offers via a coupon server, the coupon offers comprising coupon indicia 
□ and being based on information provided by coupon issuers: 

consumer computers in electronic communication with the coupon server over an Internet 
'^f connection providing the coupon server with user indicia including demographic 

information about the consumers, the demographic information being independent 
of consumer selections of the coupon offers; 

m 

[IJ the consumer computers comprising a user database and a browsing memory permitting the 

nj 

^ consumers to browse coupon offers on a visual display: 

the coupon server making initial coupon offers selectively available to the consumer 

computers accessing the Internet on the basis of the user indicia: 
the coupon server generating new coupon offers different from the initial coupon offers and 

making them selectively accessible to the consumer computers based upon receipt 

from the coupon issuers of new coupon information as well as receipt from the 

consumer computers of the user indicia: and 
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making accessible to the consumer computers electronic coupons and permitting the 

consumers to make on-line selections of redeemable coupon offers. 
11. A method for selectively transmitting and using redeemable coupons comprising 
coupon data and data sufficient to identify each coupon, comprising the steps of: 

generating coupon offers via a coupon server, the coupon offers comprising coupon indicia 

and being based on information provided by coupon issuers: 
consumer computers in electronic communication with the coupon server over an Internet 
□ connection providing the coupon server with user indicia including demographic 

N information about the consumers, the demographic information being independent 

z^^ of consumer selections of the coupon offers; 

Q 

%j the consumer computers comprising a user database and a browsing memory permitting the 
M consumers to browse coupon offers on a visual display: 

ry 

rU the coupon server making initial coupon offers selectively available to the consumer 

computers accessing the Internet on the basis of the user indicia, at least the initial 
coupon offers being selectively available to an individual consumer computer based 
upon the demographic information provided by the individual consumer computer: 
the coupon server generating new coupon offers different from the initial coupon offers and 
making them selectively accessible to the consumer computers based upon receipt 
from the coupon issuers of new coupon information as well as receipt from the 
consumer computers of the user indicia: and 



20 

making accessible to the consumer computers electronic coupons and permitting the 
consumers to make on-line selections of redeemable coupon offers. 

12. A system for distributing electronic coupons comprising coupon data and data 
sufficient to uniquely identify each coupon, comprising: 

a network node that can select and receive electronic coupons: 

a coupon server capable of receiving or storing information from the network node: 

the coupon server being capable of generating or transmitting electronic coupon information 

with a serial number sufficient to identify the coupon to the network node: 
the coupon server being capable of receiving and storing coupon indicia information and 

receiving coupon information from a coupon notification center, and transmitting 

coupon generation or redemption information to the coupon notification center: 
the coupon notification center having memory for storing coupon generation or redemption 

information. 

13. A method for distributing electronic coupons comprising coupon data and data 
sufficient to identify each coupon, comprising the steps of: 

providing registration information to a coupon server via a network node, the registration 

information including demographic information: 
storing the registration information within the coupon server: 

the coupon server receiving coupon indicia information from a coupon notification center: 
storing the coupon indicia information within the coupon server: 
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generating one or more electronic coupons based on the registration information, each 
electronic coupon having a serial number and comprising a pluraUtv of digital 
representations of indicia including the coupon indicia information: 

the coupon server making the electronic coupons accessible to remote users such that the 
users can select one of more of the electronic coupons; 

the coupon server transmitting the coupon generation information to the coupon notification 
center: and 

storing the coupon generation information in a database within the coupon notification 
center. 

14. A system for distributing electronic coupons comprising coupon data and data 
sufficient to uniquelv identify each coupon, comprising 

a network node that can communicate with a coupon server: 

the coupon server being capable of generating electronic coupon information: 

the coupon server also being capable of communicating at least a portion of the electronic 

coupon information to the network node: 
the coupon server also being capable of receiving and storing coupon indicia information 

and receiving coupon verification information from a coupon notification center. 

15. A method for distributing electronic coupons comprising coupon data and data 
sufficient to identify each coupon, comprising the steps of: 

providing registration information to a coupon server via a network node, the registration 
information including demographic information: 
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storing the registration information within the coupon server: 
the coupon server receiving coupon indicia information: 
storing the coupon indicia information v^ithin the coupon server: 

generating one or more electronic coupons based on the registration information, each 
electronic coupon having a serial number and comprising a plurality of digital 
representations of indicia including the coupon indicia information: and 

the coupon server making the electronic coupons accessible to remote users such that the 

O 

^ users can select one of more of the electronic coupons. 

IS 16. A system for distributing electronic coupons comprising coupon data and data 

it'"™' 

Q sufficient to uniquely identify each coupon, comprising 

a network node that can communicate with a coupon server: 

the coupon server being capable of generating electronic coupon information: 

;i the coupon server also being capable of communicating at least a portion of the electronic 

coupon information to the network node: 
the coupon server also being capable of receiving and storing coupon indicia information. 



